THE MIDDLE AGES
The strength of the central government gave the urban
communities internal peace; and if it prevented them from
gaining the degree of independence attained by the great
cities of the German and Italian leagues, it saved them from
a tumultuous and precarious existence. It afforded oppor-
tunities for unostentatious advance in which without fear of
their powerful neighbours they could build up their economic
resources. Moreover municipal progress was promoted by
the closer relations with the Continent which now ensued,
since they fostered commercial intercourse and stimulated
the influx of merchants and artisans from abroad.
The economic development of the boroughs after the
Norman Conquest was closely intertwined with their efforts
to achieve self-government in their local affairs. The control
which feudal law enabled the mediaeval landowner to
exercise over all who dwelt on his estate entitled him to
interfere in their concerns and to benefit by their industry.
At the same time they were constrained to acknowledge the
political authority of the sheriff as the representative of the
Crown. No town could hope to win prosperity or a
thriving trade so long as it lay in the power of an alien ruler
to play the part of local tyrant and impose his own will
upon his subjects. Accordingly immunity from external
interference whether of lord or sheriff, and the concen-
tration of power within their own hands, constituted the
goal which the townsfolk kept steadily before their eyes.
Yet only gradually did the boroughs accomplish their
emancipation. The struggle was spread over many cen-
turies and fills a notable chapter in the history of English
freedom.
The feudal claims were as old as the town itself, for at
first the townsfolk were manorial tenants burdened with
agricultural services and other obligations. Subsequently
the burgesses were allowed to commute their rural duties
for a rent when the lord learnt to appreciate the importance
of trade as a source of profit. At Bury St. Edmunds the
cellarer of the abbey used to go through the town collecting
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